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parakeets slipped away without any serious attempts at
captive breeding.
Extending through the 20th century, Nature's Ghosts
follows the rise of ecology and conservation biology as
disciplines and the construction of institutions to prevent
extinction. Science allowed extreme interventions to save
California condors and whooping cranes, but was not
enough to save heath hens or preserve the Singer Tract for
ivory-billed woodpeckers. The book documents that the
science of saving species is often complicated, and that
the politics is substantially more difficult.
This book ranges across centuries and continents, and
only a few parts of it are explicitly about the Great Plains.
Nonetheless, it contains valuable lessons for anyone concerned with extinction in the Great Plains and elsewhere.
First, the book is a tour de force with nuggets for everyone
(e.g., slaves were the first to recognize that teeth dug up in
South Carolina resembled those from elephants). Second,
the long perspective frames the tasks of the present to
be both daunting and doable. The book is full of tales of
persistence by both endangered species and dogged individuals. The short view remembers that the Endangered
Species Act passed by overwhelming margins in 1973.
The book extends our perspective back through two
weaker previous Acts and the many occasions of failing
to act. Confronting extinction has never been easy, and
we should not expect it to become any easier soon. Peter
A. Bednekoff, Department ofBiology, Eastern Michigan
University.
The Vanishing Face of Gaia: A Final Warning. By
James Lovelock. Foreword by Martin Rees. New York:
Basic Books, 2009. ix + 278 pp. Figures, references, index. $27.00 cloth, $15.00 paper.
I must have been deeply impressed by the fable of
The Ant and the Grasshopper as a child because I still
remember it decades later. The lessons from that tale
clearly have been missed by many people these days.
Had they been learned and heeded we might not find
ourselves in so many environmental and economic
messes. Similarly, if we in the U.S. had not seen the
so-called Fairness Doctrine manipulated by a few scientists attempting to discredit proven science in the eyes
of the public, as documented in Oreskes and Conway's
Merchants of Doubt (2010), we would seriously be trying with other nations to solve these problems instead
of largely ignoring them. Few of us give any thought to
how what we are doing to despoil the Earth now will affect humans generations beyond the lives of our grand© 2011 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln

Great Plains Research Vol. 21 No.1, 2011

children, if humans happen to be around then. We all
are products of our upbringing, and because of that, as
Arthur Schopenhauer said, "Every man takes the limits
of his own field of vision for the limits of the world."
It's so easy to deny there's a problem and ignore all the
evidence that there is.
In his latest book, The Vanishing Face of Gaia,
James Lovelock writes a clear narrative about the major
impacts humans are having on the tightly coupled biotic/
abiota system we call the Earth and that Lovelock refers
to as Gaia in his many scholarly works. He tells us that
this coupled system acts in concert to maintain the
Earth's environment at an optimal condition for the organisms that live together here, modifying, for example,
the atmosphere so that its composition stays at about
21% oxygen and 78% nitrogen (in the tale of Goldilocks
and the Three Bears this would be "just right"), with
some-but not too much-carbon dioxide, methane,
and other greenhouse gases present in the mixture. He
points out that part of the problem of recognizing our
negative impacts on the system is that, while the data
of human-induced increases in greenhouse gases can
not be seriously challenged, many of us feel the data
are meaningless and should be dismissed without due
consideration. He notes that the reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 2001
and 2007 documented the changes being induced by
human activities, but that a demand for a consensus with
international political leaders led to the report's being
watered down. Seeking consensus instead of accepting
the facts and moving to solve problems now is part ofthe
reason we are in this fix.
Lovelock tells us that global warming is a fact supported by data taken from all over the world. He says that
even if we accepted this and tried to stop adding greenhouse gases to the atmosphere we would not be able to reverse the trend in the foreseeable future. He evaluates the
ideas of green energy and writes that they are unlikely to
help decrease warming and may even add to the problem.
He comes out strongly for nuclear energy because it does
not produce greenhouse gases and expresses his opinion
that we were manipulated by opponents of this energy
source to prevent its use. Our discovery of fire may have
been our "original sin," he asserts, because much of the
environmental damage to the Earth's atmosphere can be
linked to its use.
If the scenario laid out by Lovelock proves true, what
will its probable impact on the Great Plains be? Lovelock
tells us that the climate ofthe lower 48 states will become
much more arid than it is today for a prolonged period.
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This will have a profound impact on our quality of life
and our food production, particularly in those areas of
the Plains where very long-term irrigation is not possible.
That conclusion does not give those of us who live here
now or who will live here in the future much joy, but
Lovelock writes that there will be areas where climate
change will not be quite so negative and points to Canada
as a place where conditions might support a greater human population.
Gaia is in the process of making us pay for our past
and continuing profligacy. The Earth and its life will
change environmental conditions to achieve a new balance that gives life the best chance of survival. Lovelock
believes that we should try to modify our behaviors
and accept the fact that humans are likely to have real
survival problems in the near future. We should try to
"have a future in communion with our living planet to
make her strong again and able to counter the disabling
impacts that are due."
This is an important work. I encourage readers to
examine its data and Lovelock's arguments and conclusions with an open mind. R.F. Diffendal, Jr., Conservation and Survey Division, School of Natural Resources,
University ofNebraska~Lincoln.
A Dry Oasis: Institutional Adaptation to Climate on
the Canadian Plains. Edited by Gregory P. Marchildon.
Regina, SK: Canadian Plains Research Center, University of Regina, 2009. xiii + 318 pp. Maps, figures, tables,
index. C$34.95 paper.
A Dry Oasis examines past and potential future
climate challenges on the Canadian Plains. The book
provides extensive discussion, data, and analysis of challenges related to water supply and management within the
South Saskatchewan River Basin (SSRB). Past challenges, experiences, and institutional responses are described
and used to frame possible future adaptation pathways
under expected future climate change. The book provides
an excellent grounding in the historical settlement and
development of the SSRB, paying particular attention to
the ways that the economy, society, and institutions have
adapted in response to climatic variability.
Water management and the different institutional arrangements that exist to manage water resources across
the western provinces of British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba are described and contrasted in
chapter 4. Chapter 8 presents a detailed look at potential
future climate scenarios for the area and couples these
with stream flow models to provide predictions of water
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supply and stream flow. Possible areas of vulnerability as
a result of water and climate stresses are also identified.
Several chapters examine the potential effectiveness of
current institutional arrangements for water management
under the predicted future climate. A recurring theme is
that current water management institutions within the
SSRB are diverse, with differing strengths and weaknesses. It is likely that all forms of water governance will
need to adapt their ideas about water management in response to predicted future climates and changes in water
supply, timing, and variability.
Chapter 5 suggests a framework that could be used to
identify what "good water management" is by embracing a wide variety of viewpoints and ideas. The final
chapters provide case studies describing how some local
communities have tried to adapt their institutions, water
management, and economies to climate stresses (such as
drought) in more recent times. Their stories and experiences provide lessons with broad-reaching impacts for
future adaptation to climate change. Sian Mooney, Department ofEconomics, Boise State University.
The River Returns: An Environmental History of the
Bow. By Christopher Armstrong, Matthew Evenden, and
HV Nelles. Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press,
2009. xi + 488 pp. Maps, graphs, illustrations, appendix.
$49.95 cloth, $34.95 paper.
This book should be read more as a collection of essays on a wide variety of topics related to the Bow River
than as a monograph. Each of its thirteen chapters examines an aspect of the history of human interactions with
the river, ranging from ranching, forestry, hydroelectricity, and irrigation to urban sanitation, recreational
fishing, flooding, and park building. The Bow River
is amenable to a discussion of such diverse themes. Its
headwaters are among the glaciers of the Rocky Mountains in Banff National Park, but it also flows through
the ranching country of the foothills, the major urban
center of Calgary, Alberta, and fertile but semiarid
plains. Thus, the river has been subject to a wide range
of anthropogenic modifications that, according to the
authors, left it "altered by but not destroyed." Reflecting developments in environmental history, the authors
argue that the Bow River is a "joint project of nature and
human culture."
Most readers of Great Plains Research are likely to
find the book's organization convenient. Any chapter can
easily be read in isolation. But a book covering many
aspects of the history of a river over such a long time
© 2011 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln

